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FORCE AND COERCION. 

JOHN DEWET. 

rr^HE empirical perplexities which attend the question 
■^ of the relationship of force and law are many and 
genuine. The war brings home to us the question not 
only of the relation of force to international law, but the 
place of force in the economy of human life and progress. 
To what extent is organization of force in the multitude of 
ways required for the successful conduct of modern war 
a fair test of the work of a social organization? From 
another angle, the reform of our criminal law and our 
penal methods compels us to consider the significance of 
force. Are the Tolstoians right in holding that the state 
itself sets the great example of violence and furnishes the 
proof of the evils which result from violence? Or, from 
the other side, is not the essence of all law coercion? In 
the industrial domain, direct actionists lead us to inquire 
whether manifestation of force, threatening and veiled if 
not overt, is not, after all, the only efficacious method of 
bringing about any social change which is of serious import. 
Do not the usual phenomena attending strikes show us 
that the ordinary legal forms are just a kind of curtain 
drawn politely over the conflicts of force which alone are 
decisive? Are our effective legislative enactments any- 
thing more than registrations of results of battles previously 
fought out on the field of human endurance? In many 
social fields, reformers are now struggling for an extension 
of governmental activity by way of supervision and 
regulation. Does not such action always amount to an 
effort to extend the exercise of force on the part of some 
section of society, with a corresponding restriction of the 
forces employed by others? In spite of the fact that the 
political thinking of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
tm-ies is out of date, were not the thinkers of that period 
clearer headed than we are in acknowledging that all 
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political questions are simply questions of the extension 
and restriction of exercise of power on the part of specific 
groups in the community? Has the recent introduction of 
an idealistic terminology about moral and common will, 
about juridical and moral personalities, done anything 
but muddle our minds about the hard fact that all our social 
questions at bottom concern the possession and use of 
force; and the equally hard fact that our political and 
legal arrangements are but dispositions of force to make 
more secure the other forms of its daily use? 

In taking up the writings of the theorists it is not easy 
to persuade oneself that they are marked by much con- 
sistency. With a few notable exceptions, the doctrine 
that the state rests upon or is common will seems to turn 
out but a piece of phraseology to justify the uses actually 
made of force. Practices of coercion and constraint which 
would be intolerable if frankly labelled "Force" seem to 
become laudable when baptized with the name of Will, 
although they otherwise remain the same. Or, if this 
statement is extreme, there seems to be little doubt that 
the actual capacity of the state to bring force to bear is 
what has most impressed theorists, and that what they 
are after is some theoretical principle which will justify 
the exercise of force; so that in a great many cases such 
terms as common will, supreme will, supreme moral or 
juridical personality, are eulogistic phrases resorted to in 
behalf of such justification. The one thing that clearly 
stands out is that the use of force is felt to require explana- 
tion and sanction. To make force itself the ultimate 
principle is felt to be all one with proclaiming anarchy and 
Issuing an invitation to men to settle all their difficulties 
by recourse to fighting it out to see which is the stronger. 
And yet what every political student is profoundly con- 
vinced of, is, I suppose, that at bottom every political 
struggle is a struggle for control, for power. 

Although I have raised large questions, it is not my 
ambition to answer them. I have but outlined a large 
stage upon which to move about some quite minor figures. 
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In the first place, something can be done, I think, by 
clarifying certain of the ideas which enter into the dis- 
cussion. We may I think profitably discriminate the 
three conceptions of power or energy, coercive force, and 
violence. Power or energy is either a neutral or an 
eulogistic term. It denotes effective means of operation; 
ability or capacity to execute, to realize ends. Granted 
an end which is worth while, and power or energy becomes 
an eulogistic term. It means nothing but the sum of 
conditions available for bringing the desirable end into 
existence. Any political or legal theory which will have 
nothing to do with power on the ground that all power 
is force and all force brutal and non-moral is obviously 
condemned to a piirely sentimental, dreamy morals. It 
is force by which we excavate subways and build bridges 
and travel and manufactiu-e; it is force which is utilized 
in spoken argument or published book. Not to depend 
upon and utilize force is simply to be without a foothold in 
the real world. 

Energy becomes violence when it defeats or frustrates 
pm-pose instead or executing or realizing it. When the 
dynamite charge blows up human beings instead of rocks, 
when its outcome is waste instead of production, destruction 
instead of construction, we call it not energy or power but 
violence. Coercive force occupies, we may fairly say, 
a middle place between power as energy and power as 
violence. To turn to the right as an incident of locomotion 
is a case of power: of means deployed in behalf of an end. 
To run amuck in the street is a case of violence. To use 
energy to make a man observe the rule of the road is a 
case of coercive force. Immediately, or with respect to his 
activities, it is a case of violence; indirectly, when it is 
exercised to assure the means which are needed for the 
successful realization of ends, it is a case of constructive 
use of power. Constraint or coercion, in other words, 
is an incident of a situation under certain conditions — 
namely, where the means for the realization of an end are 
not natm-ally at hand, so that energy has to be spent in 
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order to make some power into a means for the end in 
hand. 

If we formulate the result, we have something of this 
kind. Law is a statement of the conditions of the organiza- 
tion of energies which, when unorganized, conflict and 
result in violence — that is, destruction or waste. We 
cannot substitute reason for force, but force becomes 
rational when it is an organized factor in an activity 
instead of operating in an isolated way or on its own hook. 
For the sake of brevity, I shall refer to the organization of 
force hereafter as efficiency, but I beg to remind you that 
the use of the term always implies an actual or potential 
conflict and resulting waste in the absence of some scheme 
for distributing the energies involved. 

These generalities are, it will be objected, innocuous and 
meaningless. So they are in the abstract. Let us take 
the question of the justification of force in a strike. I 
do not claim, of course, that what has been said tells us 
whether the use of force is justified or not. But I hold that 
it suggests the way of finding out in a given case whether 
it is justifiable or not. It is, in substance, a question of 
efficiency (including economy) of means in the accomplish- 
ing of ends. If the social ends at stake can be more 
effectively subserved by the existing legal and economic 
machinery, resort to physical action of a more direct kind 
has no standing. If, however, they represent an ineffective 
organization of means for the ends in question, then 
recourse to extra-legal means may be indicated; provided 
it really serves the ends in question — a very large qualifica- 
tion be it noted. A recourse to direct force is a supple- 
mentation of existent deficient resources in effective 
energy under some circumstances. 

Such a doctrine is doubtless unwelcome. It is easily 
interpreted so as to give encouragement to resorting to 
violence and threats of violence in industrial struggles. 
But there is a very large "if" involved — the "if" of greater 
relative economy and efficiency. And when so regarded, 
it at once occurs to mind that experience in the past has 
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shown that it is not usually efficient for parties to be 
judges in their own cause: that an impartial umpire is an 
energy saver. It occurs to mind, also, that the existing 
legal machinery, whatever its defects, represents a con- 
trivance which has been built up at great cost, and that the 
tendency to ignore its operation upon special provocation 
would so reduce the efficiency of the machinery in other 
situations that the local gain would easily be more than 
offset by widespread losses in energy available for other 
ends. In the third place, experience shows that there is 
general presumption on the side of indirect and refined 
agencies as against coarse and strikingly obvious methods 
of utilizing power. The fine mechanism which runs a 
watch is more efficient than the grosser one which heaves 
a brick. Thus the bias against any doctrine which seems 
under any circumstances to sanction resort to personal 
and primitive methods of using force against the jnore 
impersonal juridical contrivances of society turns out to be 
prima facie justified on the principle of efficiency in use of 
means. 

Over and above this bare presumption, it must be 
admitted that ovir organized contrivances are still so 
ineffective that it is a delicate matter to tell how far a 
standing menace to resort to crude methods may be a 
necessary stimulus to the better working of the more 
refined methods. There is a general presumption in 
politics against doing anything till it is clearly necessary; 
and indication of potential force operates as a sign of 
necessity. In other words social reorganization is usually 
a response to a threatened conflict — witness the present 
"preparedness" agitation. 

This conclusion that violence means recourse to means 
which are relatively wasteful may be strengthened by 
considering penal meas\u"es. Upon the whole, the opinion 
seems to be current that in such matters force is hallowed 
by the mere fact that it is the State which employs it, or 
by the fact that it is exercised in the interests of "justice" 
— ^retribution in the abstract, or what is politely called 
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"vindicating the law." When the justification of force 
is sought in some kind of abstract consideration of this sort, 
no questions are to be raised about the efficiency of the 
force used, for it is not conceived as a specific means to a 
specific end. It is the sacrosanct character thus attributed 
to the State's use of force which gives pungency to the 
Tolstoian charge that the State is the arch-criminal, the 
person who has recourse to violence on the largest scale. 
I see no way out except to say that all depends upon the 
eflScient adaptation of means to ends. The serious charge 
against the State is not that it uses force — nothing was 
ever accomplished without using force — but that it does 
not use it wisely or effectively. Our penal measures are 
still largely upon the level which would convince a man 
by knocking him down instead of by instructing him. 

My treatment is of course very summary. But I hope 
that it suggests my main point. No ends are accomplished 
without the use of force. It is consequently no presump- 
tion against a measure, political, international, jural, 
economic, that it involves a use of force. Squeamishness 
about force is the mark not of idealistic but of moonstruck 
morals. But antecedent and abstract principles can not 
be assigned to justify the use of force. The criterion 
of value lies in the relative efficiency and economy of the 
expenditure of force as a means to an end. With advance 
of knowledge, refined, subtle and indirect use of force is 
always displacing coarse, obvious and direct methods of 
applying it. This is the explanation to the ordinary 
feeling against the use of force. What is thought of as 
brutal, violent, immoral, is a use of physical agencies 
which are gross, sensational and evident on their own 
account, in cases where it is possible to employ with 
greater economy and less waste means which are com- 
paratively imperceptible and refined. 

It follows from what has been said that the so called 
problem of "moralizing" force is in reality a problem of 
intellectualizing its use: a problem of employing so to say 
neural instead of gross muscular force as a means to ac- 



FORCE AND COERCION. 365 

complish ends. An immoral use of force is a stupid use. 
I sometimes hear apologies for war which proceed by 
pointing out how largely all social life is a disguised contest 
of hostile powers. Our economic life, so it is said, is but 
a struggle for bread where the endurance and even the 
lives of laborers are pitted against the resources of employ- 
ers. Only lack of imagination fails to see the economic 
war, the industrial battlefield with its ammunition trains 
and human carnage. Let the point be admitted. What 
still remains true is that the decisive question is the level 
of efficiency and economy upon which the deploying of 
forces goes on. Our present economic methods may be 
so wasteful, so destructive, as compared with others which 
are humanly possible, as to be barbarous. Yet com- 
petitive commercial methods may represent an advance 
in the utilization of human and natiu-al resources oyer 
methods of war. In so far as they involve greater in- 
direction and complexity of means, the presumption is that 
they are an advance. Take, however, on the other 
extreme the gospel of non-resistance. Except upon a 
doctrine of quiescence more thorough-going than any St. 
Simon Stylites has ever adopted, the non-resistance 
doctrine can mean only that given certain conditions, 
passive resistance is a more effective means of resistance than 
overt resistance would be. Sarcasm may be more effective 
than a blow in subduing an adversary; a look more effective 
than sarcasm. Only upon such a principle of expediency 
can the doctrine of non-resistance be m-ged, without com- 
mitting oiu-selves to the notion that all exercise of energy 
is inherently wrong — a sort of oriental absolutism which 
makes the world intrinsically evil. I can but think that 
if pacifists in war and in penal matters would change their 
tune from the intrinsic immorality of the use of coercive 
force to the comparative inefficiency and stupidity of 
existing methods of using force, their good intentions would 
be more fruitful. 

As my object is rather to make a point clear than to 
convince anyone, let me take another example. In the 
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labor struggle we sometimes hear a right of free labor 
and free choice appealed to as against the movement for 
a closed shop. Men like President Eliot are sincerely 
convinced that they are continuing the fight for human 
freedom. Perhaps they are. I do not pretend to pass 
upon the merits of the question. But perhaps they are 
only fighting in behalf of the retention of methods of 
waste against those of efficient organization. There was 
a time when our ancestors had the personal right of 
inflicting punishment upon offenders. When the move- 
ment set in to restrict this office to a limited number of 
designated officers and thereby to deprive the mass of 
their prior right, one wonders whether the spiritual an- 
cestors of President Eliot did not protest against this 
invasion of sacred personal liberties. It is now clear 
enough that the surrender of the power was an incident 
of organization absolutely necessary to secure an efiicient 
utilization of the resources entering into it. It may turn 
out in the future that the movement for the closed shop 
is an incident of an organization of labor which is itself 
in turn an incident in accomplishing a more efficient 
organization of human forces. 

In other words, the question of the limits of individual 
powers, or liberties, or rights, is finally a question of the 
most efficient use of means for ends. That at a certain 
period liberty should have been set up as something 
antecedently sacred per se is natural enough. Such 
liberty represented an important factor which had been 
overlooked. But it is as an efficiency factor that its 
value must ultimately be assessed. Experience justifies 
the contention that liberty forms such a central element 
in efficiency that, for example, our present methods of 
capitalistic production are highly inefficient because, as 
respects the great body of laborers, they are so coercive. 
Efficiency requires methods which will enlist greater 
individual interest and attention, greater emotional and 
intellectual liberty. With respect to such a liberation of 
energies, older and coarser forms of liberty may be obstruct- 
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ive; efficiency may then require the use of coercive power 
to abrogate their exercise. 

The propositions of this paper may then be summed up 
as follows : First, since the attainment of ends requires the 
use of means, law is essentially a formulation of the use of 
force. Secondly, the only question which can be raised 
about the justification of force is that of comparative 
efficiency and economy in its use. Thirdly, what is justly 
objected to as violence or undue coercion is a reliance 
upon wasteful and destructful means of accomplishing 
results. Fourthly, there is always a possibility that what 
passes as a legitimate use of force may be so wasteful as 
to be really a use of violence ; and per contra that measures 
condemned as recourse to mere violence may, under the 
given circumstances, represent an intelligent utilization of 
energy. In no case, can antecedent or a priori principles 
be appealed to as more than presumptive: the point at 
issue is concrete utilization of means for ends. 

John Dewey. 
Columbia Univeesity. 



